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10. I believe the ‘empty tomb’ is a distraction

    what Easter faith really means to me



The proof that God raised Jesus from the dead is not the empty tomb, but the full hearts of his transformed disciples.

Clarence Jordan



It was a Monday evening in the upstairs room of a north London pub, and I had been invited to give a talk to a packed audience of ‘Christians and sceptics’ on the subject ‘How to Reinvent God’. The genial host quipped that I might come under fire from both sides: the Christians and the atheists. I joked that I would stand close to the door – just in case!

In the event, I had a fun evening that finally came to an end when the bar closed. And there was no ‘fire’ from either side – though I probably went down better with the atheists than the Christians.

During the Q&A after the talk, one man impressively listed what he detected were some of my theological influences. He then went on to ask where I stood on the resurrection of Jesus. ‘St Paul states that belief in the physical resurrection is the one basic essential to being a Christian,’ he said. ‘Do you believe in the resurrection? And if not, can you rightly describe yourself as a Christian?’

‘It really depends what you mean by physical resurrection,’ I responded. ‘If you mean, was the body of Jesus resuscitated, or literally restored to life, then I don’t believe that. But incidentally, I don’t think Paul believed that either.’ (From the corner of my eye, I saw a woman shaking her head in silent disapproval.)

The line of questioning is familiar to me. I face it all the time, especially when addressing certain kinds of Christian audiences. And I understand why: the resurrection is indeed a cornerstone of Christian faith. Without the Easter story there would be no Christianity.

What is debatable, however, is what the Easter experience really was: what actually happened. Here a gulf opens up between those whose faith hinges on a body being literally restored to life, and others like me who insist that resurrection means something more than (and different from) physical resuscitation.

For those who interpret the resurrection in literal terms, the issue is very straightforward. Jesus was crucified on Good Friday. His dead body was laid in a tomb, where it remained for three days. Then on Easter morning, through a mighty act, God restored his body to life and Jesus walked out of the empty tomb. He continued on Earth for a further forty days, making various appearances to his disciples, and then finally ascended into heaven. There can be no compromise on this, many people claim. If the body of Jesus was not physically restored to life, then Easter is a sham. And any departure from this belief is a departure from the true faith.

Well, if that really is all there is to say on the matter, then I need to join the hordes of modern-day people who have given up on Christian belief. Yet I haven’t given up on it, because there is plenty more to say.

I have absolutely no doubt that something utterly extraordinary happened to the disciples after the death of Jesus that convinced them he had conquered the boundary of human death, and that he remained a living presence in their midst. However, the accounts in the Gospels of how this came about are far from straightforward. They are, in fact, confusing, ambiguous and, in places, downright contradictory. This doesn’t mean that the writers were lying, or deceiving their readers. It simply highlights the fact that the Gospels were never written as history or biography as we understand those terms. They are testimonies – a mixture of memory, metaphor and faith – to a phenomenon that utterly transformed their lives, and gave birth to the Church.

However, for many people today, the greater problem with a literalist understanding of Christ’s resurrection is that we live in the twenty-first century – an age fashioned and shaped by the development of science and critical reason, which must also now be taken into account. It is no longer possible to believe something simply because the Church says it is true, or because it is in the Bible. We must also think for ourselves, question what we hear, use our God-given intelligence. This doesn’t mean that science is always right, or that Scripture is excluded from the picture, but for faith to be remotely viable for most people today, it must exist in open dialogue with reason. Christian tradition is not simply a set of texts, creeds and doctrines to be unquestioningly believed, but an evolving conversation between past and present: between a faith handed down, and a faith being reborn in a new situation.

Having grown up with a naive acceptance of what the Church taught me about the resurrection, I finally reached a point, over thirty years ago, when the accumulated doubts and questions shoved to the back of my mind refused to keep silent any more. So I sat down one day to let them speak. Could I really believe that a decomposing corpse revived after three days then walked out of the tomb? Was that what I was supposed to believe? I really didn’t think I could. Not any longer. So I went on a search to find out what I could believe.

First, I contemplated the more rational explanations people come up with. Perhaps Jesus wasn’t really dead when they buried him; maybe he was in a state of deep unconsciousness from which he recovered in the cool atmosphere of the tomb. Was his body taken by the Romans and disposed of elsewhere? Historians tell us that prisoners were generally buried by the Romans and not by friends or relatives, so could his remains have been dug up from a shallow grave by hungry animals and consumed? Was his resurrection an apparition or trance brought on by an altered state of consciousness in the disciples? Or, since the Gospels were written long after the event, were the resurrection accounts created by Christians to validate their belief in Jesus?

I didn’t particularly buy into these more rational explanations, any more than I felt I could now live with a simplistic belief in the resuscitation of his body. After all, how could anyone know? It just felt like a mountain of pointless speculation. Nothing was provable. Much more importantly, however, none of it seemed at all consequential to my life or faith, to my daily attempts to follow Christ’s way. Jesus remained a living reality in my experience whatever I believed.

Now, all these years later, I have long since given up worrying about what actually happened on a Sunday morning two thousand years ago. Arguments about the ‘empty tomb’ leave me cold as the grave. Yes, something extraordinary did happen, but what does it all mean for me today, for the world and its problems?

Clarence Jordan, a farmer and New Testament Greek scholar, said that ‘the proof God raised Jesus from the dead is not an empty tomb, but the full hearts of his transformed disciples. The crowning evidence that he lives is not a vacant grave, but a spirit-filled fellowship.’

Clarence was born in Georgia in 1912, the seventh of ten children in a Southern Baptist family. In church he learned a vision of racial equality, singing the children’s chorus:



Red and yellow, black and white,

All are precious in God’s sight . . .



But as he grew older, he became disturbed by the reality of racial discrimination that he witnessed all around – including in the segregation at church on Sunday mornings – which did not match the lyrics of the song.

After graduating from high school, he earned a degree in agriculture, then a PhD in New Testament Greek. Of all he read, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount gripped Clarence, and led him to found a community called Koinonia Farms, named after the Greek word for ‘fellowship’. He decided to bring together his twin passions for agriculture and Scripture with a radical commitment to follow the way of Jesus.

Clarence, his wife and another couple bought 440 acres of land south of Atlanta to turn his vision into reality. Straightaway it caused trouble because of the way he put racial equality into practice, inviting the workers to eat together regardless of race. The Ku Klux Klan leapt into action, and there were many ugly clashes with local racists. One of Clarence’s favourite challenges to the racists was: ‘Your choice seems quite clear. It is whether you will follow your granddaddy or Jesus Christ.’

Eventually, Koinonia Farms gave birth to Habitat for Humanity International, under the leadership of Millard Fuller, a supporter of Clarence’s radical ideas. This is an international charity devoted to building ‘cheap, decent, and affordable’ housing, a ‘Christian housing ministry’, which addresses issues of poverty all over the world. Its mission statement is: ‘Seeking to put God’s love into action, Habitat for Humanity brings people together to build homes, communities and hope.’

Clarence Jordan believed passionately in the living reality of Jesus Christ in the world. However, the proof of Christ’s resurrection lay not in an empty tomb or a gravestone rolled away, but in lives aflame with the Spirit of Christ. For him, crucifixion and resurrection were not simply events in the past, but continuing realities.

In a similar vein, at St Luke’s we approach Good Friday not simply as a reminder of the historical crucifixion, but as a way of responding to the sufferings of Christ in the world today. Each year we invite members of our community to create ‘stations’ – pictures, images and installations – that depict or symbolise the suffering of Christ in present-day people and situations, and these become a focus in our Good Friday service.

Last year our theme was ‘Christ of the Displaced’. Through the long days of Lent we centred our thoughts and prayers on the many forms of displacement in the world: homeless people on our own streets in London, people escaping domestic violence, refugees and asylum seekers fleeing war zones and places of extreme poverty. In one of my talks I showed a picture of Jean François Millet’s dark and startling depiction of The Flight into Egypt, when Mary and Joseph fled with their young child from Herod’s brutal slaughter of the children. We also pondered Timothy Schmalz’s amazing sculpture of a homeless Jesus lying on a park bench under a blanket.

Among the twenty or so ‘stations’ arrayed around the church on Good Friday was a magnificent icon of Christ holding a small Syrian child in a life jacket at the edge of the Mediterranean, created by nineteen-year-old Daisy. Sheena painted fourteen mini Stations of the Cross based on people in the ‘Jungle’ refugee camp in Calais, and added an additional picture on Easter morning to represent the resurrection. Janek hung a large cross, covered with a map of the world, highlighting places of painful displacement. And above the round altar in the centre of the church, Hilary suspended a huge crown of thorns made from razor wire on which small patches of gold denoted the presence of Christ in the suffering of those who are confined or excluded. There was also a beautiful but shocking image created by Laura of Noddy, the character from Enid Blyton’s children’s books, crucified, which forcefully conveyed the loss of innocence in children caught up in conflict, upheaval and dislocation.

It isn’t our intention to set aside or disrespect the sufferings of Jesus on the cross two thousand years ago, yet the real scandal of Good Friday is when we overlook the suffering of Christ that surrounds us every day. Without responding to this in some way, our contemplation of the historic crucifixion may amount to little more than religious sentiment.

How are we to bring life and hope to people living under the shadow of death in our world? This is the real challenge within the death and resurrection of Jesus.

Resurrection is not simply about the hope of life beyond death, but about the capacity to envisage and embody resurrection life in the here and now: to bring life and hope into situations of death and despair, to shine light and wisdom into darkness and fear, to overcome oppression and injustice with acts of liberation and compassion. We need to imagine ways to turn ‘resurrection’ into a verb instead of a noun, to treat it as a quality of life rather than an event in the past, or the future. This isn’t to deny or degrade the reality of resurrection as a past event or a future hope, but to stress the limited usefulness of speculation, and the priority of living in the now.

Few people in my lifetime have practised resurrection more powerfully than Desmond Tutu. Having grown up under the hatred, bigotry and brutality of apartheid, he refused ever to believe in its inevitable victory. He lived and worked as if apartheid’s days were numbered, even when it appeared invincible. And when it was finally toppled, he knew that hatred would not be overcome with more hatred, so he laboured towards a new state of things with the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission. We began our Easter morning service last year with a sung version of Desmond Tutu’s famous prayer, which I see as a resurrection creed:



Victory is ours

Goodness is stronger than evil;

Love is stronger than hate;

Light is stronger than darkness;

Life is stronger than death;

Victory is ours through him who loves us.48



In my Easter Day sermon, I pointed to other accounts of people practising resurrection, especially in the context of the refugee crisis. One story I discovered on the Red Cross website told of Beshwar, a twenty-five-year-old man from a village near Mosul, who fled with his family from the conflict in Iraq, looking to find a new life in Britain.49 Beshwar plays seven instruments, speaks excellent English and expends great energy trying to help others. Along with 3,000 other refugees, mostly Syrian and Iraqi Kurds, including 300 children, he found himself in the Grand-Synthe camp near Dunkirk.

‘The only thing we have here is hope,’ he says. ‘There’s no clean water, no showers; there aren’t even enough toilets. But what else do we have?’ The inhabitants spend their days trying to keep warm and dry. ‘On one side I am happy because I can help my people here. We share the sadness,’ Beshwar says. ‘But I never dreamt I would be living somewhere like this.’

The language used to portray refugees and migrants is often unsavoury and dehumanising. But ‘spend any time in the company of the people’, an aid worker points out, ‘and you soon discover that they have big hearts and are incredibly hospitable’.

In a makeshift hut, which is missing two walls, Beshwar’s mother Roonak stands over a steaming pot of stew on a stove fuelled by coal and wood. ‘Kurdish bean stew,’ she says, smiling, before reeling off the ingredients. There’s a small crowd of people around the hut, eager for a serving.

‘I cook for everyone because all the Kurdish people are my family. There’s nowhere else to cook, so we have to help each other,’ Roonak says. ‘It’s hard in the camp. There’s nowhere to wash and it’s so cold at night. I never thought I would be living somewhere like this. But in a way I feel safe here. There are no guns, no bloodshed.’

‘We are not uneducated. We have morals,’ she continues. ‘It is not about this muddy place or these dirty clothes that we wear. Under these clothes are flesh and bones. We are all the same. We hate the label “refugee”. We are people. But we are refugees because of war. We want peace, we want to find a place to live.’

People like Beshwar and Roonak (and there are plenty of them on the long and hazardous refugee and migrant trail across the Mediterranean and through Europe) shine as beacons of resurrection life and hope in the midst of death and despair. They are living proof that goodness is stronger than evil, love is stronger than hate.

We cannot all be Clarence Jordans or Desmond Tutus, and thank goodness most of us do not find ourselves in the dreadful predicament of people like Roonak and Beshwar, yet we must commit ourselves to being part of a movement of resurrection in our world instead of standing around while Christ is crucified afresh in countless innocent victims.

I am not interested in speculative questions about what did or did not happen to the body of Jesus two thousand years ago; arguments about the empty tomb do nothing for me. What I am deeply interested in, however, is the question: how can we incarnate the living presence of Jesus Christ in our lives, in our world today? How can we breathe resurrection life into situations of misery and devastation? This is what Easter means to me.

That said, there is one other significant dimension to flag up. As well as being a call to action, Easter is also an invitation into mystery. My rational mind cannot accept a literal interpretation of the resurrection – a corpse returning to life – but what rationalism very easily overlooks or neglects is that there are things in the universe that cannot be encompassed by reason. Truth is more than fact, and not all truth can be categorised as either fact or fiction.

‘Mystery’ is sometimes used as an intellectual cop-out, but any intellect that does not sometimes stand in awe and wonder before that which is incomprehensible is as good as dead. As I said earlier, I have no doubt that something extraordinary occurred to the disciples which convinced them that the death of Jesus was not the end; that in some mysterious way he remained a living presence in their midst. And millions of others since, myself included, testify to something similar.

Probably my favourite Christian ritual is the Easter Vigil at St Luke’s, through which I re-enter the mystery of resurrection each year.

The service begins at 11.15 p.m. on the Eve of Easter. The congregation are seated in a darkened church, lit only by seven large candles. The chairs are arranged in concentric circles, punctuated by six candlesticks. In the centre is a small table on which stands the previous year’s paschal candle (a large candle that is renewed every Easter, signifying Christ’s presence in the church). The first part of the service consists of six readings retelling the story of God’s love for the world. After each reading, a candle is extinguished. Eventually, at about 11.45 p.m., in the deep gloom, the choir sing the old African-American spiritual ‘Were You There When They Crucified My Lord?’ After that, the final candle is taken from the room, and we sit in silent darkness for about ten minutes, invited to sense the stillness of Christ’s tomb.

On the stroke of midnight, as the church bell heralds the arrival of Easter, an intense flash sears the darkness, and great light bursts through the east window (from a large theatrical lamp in the vicarage garden), filling the chancel area; a new paschal candle is lit, and the proclamation fills the church:



The light of Christ! Christos anesti! Christ is risen!

The light of Christ! Christos anesti! Christ is risen!

The light of Christ! Christos anesti! Christ is risen!



The congregation then process into the chancel, stand around the altar and celebrate the first mass of Easter, while the choir sing the Exultet, an ancient hymn of praise for the Easter Vigil.

The whole thing sends shudders down my spine, and each time I know afresh that resurrection is a mysterious reality totally different from the mere resuscitation of a crucified body.



An Easter Note to Self

• Look beyond the darkness of present circumstances, and lean towards the light; never let gloomy times define who you are.

• Ask questions and doubt fearlessly, but never forget that life is a mystery.

• Remind yourself often that doing what you know to be the right thing is a way of winning even when you lose.

• Bring hope and laughter into places of tears and despair, but never try to give ‘answers’ when you don’t have them.

• Actively oppose prejudice, discrimination and oppression wherever you see it, even when it makes you unpopular.

• Care for the Earth and its creatures, and live in the best possible way that all may flourish.

• Where there is conflict, do everything you can to spread peace and reconciliation; and learn to apologise as naturally as breathing.
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11. I believe truth is stranger than fact

    was Jesus really an astronaut?


Myths are heroic struggles to comprehend truth in the world.

Ansel Adams


When Nicholas and Verity Mosley moved to a house in Holloway, just across the road from St Luke’s Church, their friends thought they were mad. They said, ‘You won’t have any friends there; you’re miles away from any of us.’ To which Nicholas replied (with a twinkle in the eye), ‘Well, my father was in Holloway for four years.’

By ‘Holloway’, Nicholas was referring to the nearby prison, where his father, the infamous Oswald Mosley, founder of The British Union of Fascists, was interned during the Second World War along with his wife Diana Mitford. Their fascist politics and friendship with members of Hitler’s inner circle were considered dangerous. However, that was a long time ago, and had nothing to do with Nicholas, who publicly derided his father’s outlook.

It was Verity who first wandered into the church one day when there was no service going on. ‘It’s the most extraordinary place,’ she told Nicholas. ‘All the furniture has been taken out!’ On the following Sunday, she came to a service.

‘You must come along,’ she said.

Nicholas wasn’t so sure.

‘I thought it was going to be “happy-clappy”,’ he recalls, ‘but the music was wonderful.’

So the couple started attending regularly, and became very dear friends to me and Pat.

Nicholas describes himself as a storyteller. That’s a bit of an understatement: he is a Whitbread Award-winning author of over thirty books, some of which have also been turned into films.

Nicholas says that when people ask him how he can believe in Christianity, the idea of God becoming human, he tells them, ‘I can believe it because it’s such a good story. God as a baby? It’s such a good story that it has lasted for two thousand years. It’s either completely incomprehensible, or else it is the thing we call T.R.U.E. I don’t know whether things happened exactly like that but to me this is such a good story that it must be true.’

The question as to what ‘true’ really means has exercised Nicholas for much of his adult life. His autobiography Efforts at Truth50 (a turn of phrase I have borrowed several times in this book because I find it so evocative) begins with the age-old debate about which form of writing can tell more of ‘truth’: fiction or non-fiction. Unsurprisingly, I think, Nicholas concludes that each can speak truth in its own way. But he argues that we get closer to the real truth when there is an interplay between the two, which is what his autobiography attempts to achieve.

Nicholas defends his Christian faith, not with dogma or arguments, but with the gleeful embrace of a story: ‘God as a baby? It’s such a good story that it must be true.’ He isn’t bothered about facts, or whether it happened exactly like that; it’s a good story and that is enough. Truth for the novelist isn’t about fact, but something grander and more encompassing.

For many people, of course, this won’t do. In their eyes, truth must of necessity be based in fact. And oddly enough, this is something that black and white fundamentalist Christians and black and white atheists share in common. The one says that if the story isn’t factual it cannot be true; the other says it cannot be true because it isn’t factual. These are flipsides of the same assumption. Both are wrong. Of course, a story can absolutely be true in the deepest and fullest sense without being factual. Anyone who loves art or poetry or novels or music knows this. Facts are important, for sure, and they have their place, but too often they leave us on the surface of an event or subject, while art – even when it has little connection with fact – can take us right beneath the surface.

The Bible is full of stories and myths that modern scholarship determines probably did not actually occur, or which make no sense today if taken as they stand. But this does not mean that they are untrue. Indeed, they may be T.R.U.E. as Nicholas likes to put it.

It is often assumed that myths are the opposite of history or science. But in fact, they simply have
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